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Reports of the death of the Los
Angeles artist Chris Vasell have
been nonexistent, but that hasn’t
stopped him from calling his first

solo show in New York “The Es-
tate of Chris Vasell.” Nothing like
a sense of scarcity to increase
sales.

The good news is that Mr.
Vasell’s latest efforts are an im-
provement over the rather gener-
ic monochrome canvases that he
exhibited in the 2006 Whitney Bi-
ennial. Decidedly idiosyncratic,
they combine stain-painted fields
ranging from solid colors to var-
iegated washes, with careful scat-
terings of delicate collage ac-
cents. These include stitching in
bright yarn, bottle caps, strips of
men’s underwear, wire, sliced-up
toilet-paper tubes and dried ba-
nana peel. Small, surprisingly re-
alistic cigarette stubs put in regu-
lar appearances, made, it seems,
from real filter paper and tiny
strips of gray tube socks.

The works inspire a multilay-
ered perception process, full of
weird twists and increasingly
nasty surprises. From afar they
seem suave and rather beautiful
in the painterly sense; on the gal-
lery’s Web site they appear to be
normally painted. From the mid-
dle distance, images — a hand
here, two faces there — come into
focus, and little modernist jokes
abound.

Up close things turn raunchy, if
not icky, and an outsider, thrift-
shop looniness takes over. Per-
haps these works were discov-
ered in the attic of the artist’s cra-
zy great-uncle who recently died
and for whom Mr. Vasell happens
to be named. ROBERTA SMITH



